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REFLECTIONS ON CHILD CARE & COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT
by Peter Pitegoff

"When I grow up," declared Max over lunch, "I want to be a day care teacher." My five-year-old
son is a young veteran of several child care centers.
Later that week, Max spent a day with me at work at The University at Buffalo School of Law.
He was patient and somewhat interested through phone calls, meetings, and even a community economic
development law seminar. "When I grow up," he proclaimed on the way home, "I want to be a law
professor."
Day care teacher or law professor -- equivalent career options in the eyes of a five-year-old, but
viewed as worlds apart by our adult society. With a fresh perspective, Max reminds us that child care
professionals are entitled to a greater measure of respect and prestige than they currently receive.

Child Care Work
The work of child care teachers demands responsibility for the well-being of large groups of
children, and mastery of the complex discipline of early childhood development. Further, day care
administrators need the organizational and financial expertise to operate an enterprise and oversee
employed staff. Yet, stereotyped as women's work or a substitute for mothering, the child care profession
is held in low esteem and at the economic margin.'
The demand for affordable child care has increased dramatically as large numbers of mothers with
young children have entered the labor force.2 Moreover, an estimated 97% of the over two million child
care workers in the United States are female. Growth in child care employment has created more jobs for
women, but low pay and few benefits, coupled with gender segregation, perpetuates a form of women's
poverty. Child care work illustrates women's poverty due not to exclusion from the paid labor force, but
instead as arising from the very conditions under which women are employed.'
* Associate Professor, School of Law, State University of New York at Buffalo, and former legal counsel to the Industrial
Cooperative Association in Boston, Massachusetts. This article is adapted from portions of Child Care Enterprise,
Community Development, and Work, published by the author in 81 GEo. L.J. - 1993).
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A crisis in child care staffing has been documented by the Child Care Employee Project (CCEP) of
Oakland, California. Their 1988 staffing study, updated in 1992, revealed that salaries for child care
workers are disproportionately low relative to comparable work, that health benefits are extremely limited,
and that workforce turnover rates are higher than in most other economic sectors.4 Seventy percent of the
child care teaching staff surveyed nationally by CCEP in 1988 had left their jobs by 1992.'
CCEP released its most recent findings in April 1993 on Worthy Wage-Day, an amnual campaign
to improve the wages, benefits, and status of child care workers.6 On that day, parents, children, day care
teachers and other advocates across the nation called for greater government and private sector
commitment to child care workers. Among their goals are public subsidies targeted to improve the
stability of child care centers, better salaries and health care coverage for staff, and educational
scholarship and loan forgiveness programs for early childhood workers.'

Community Economic Development & The Childspace Model
As a complement to such Worthy Wage research and advocacy, a community economic
development approach represents another model for improving the status of traditional child care work.'
This approach focuses on day care that can help build community capacity for entrepreneurship. Beyond
providing the essential services of child care, a strategy to create day care enterprises can be a vehicle for
job development and an opportunity to create stable institutions in low income communities.
Traditional economic development refers to a wide range of activities and policies to increase
overall economic growth of a region, as measured in numbers of jobs, total income, property values, and
tax base. "Community" economic development, in contrast, is concerned as much with social goals as
with economic growth seeking greater democratic influence over a local economy and equitable allocation
of costs and benefits.9 In the context of child care, a community development approach must confront
directly the harsh economic environment for child care and a public attitude that undervalues child care
work.
In any child care enterprise, the quality of care for the children depends substantially on the quality
of worklife for the staff. The quality of work, in turn, requires respect for the workers and sufficient
resources to provide them with decent wages, benefits and job security. Thus, one challenge is to build
bridges between child care enterprises and other institutions with resources, including government,
corporate businesses, unions, charitable groups, and community organizations. A second challenge is to
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couple these resource bridges to an internal enterprise structure and culture that values the people who
staff the operation, empowering the human capital so central to the success of child care efforts.'0
The Childspace Day Care Centers in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, demonstrate explicitly the
positive link between quality care and quality jobs." At Childspace, the workers own and control their
own enterprise. They serve over 200 children at two sites, with plans to open a third center in 1994.
The corporate structure and culture at Childspace places the child care staff in a central role of
responsibility and mutual respect. They control the design and management of operations through the
Child Space Management Group, Inc. (CMG), a for-profit corporation owned by those staff members who
have completed a one-year trial period. In a subtle balance of interests, parents and community residents
influence the enterprise through a tax-exempt nonprofit corporation, the Childspace Day Care Center, Inc.,
which contracts with the worker group, CMG, to run the operation. The nonprofit corporation provides
quality and cost oversight and access to national funding sources, while the workers' enterprise retains
substantial autonomy and self-governance.
This worker ownership structure reinforces a participatory culture within the organization. The
workers help craft corporate policies, which include a decent wage and benefit package, the option for
staff to bring one or more, of their own young children to work, support for workers' continued education,
and career opportunities within the organization.
Childspace provides a glimpse of how better conditions and opportunities for child care workers
contribute to the quality and accountability of day care services. It also illustrates the potential of child
care enterprise in strategies to fight poverty. Three-fourths of the Childspace staff were unemployed
when hired, and over one third are single mother heads of household. Today, they work at quality jobs in
an enterprise that they control, with a say as co-owners in corporate decisions.
Care Giving & Gender Stereotypes
Day care as a strategy for community economic development reflects a tension among feminists
about care giving.' 2 On the one hand, child care enterprise employs mostly women, is managed by
women, and involves nurturing and caring values often associated with or attributed to women. On the
other hand, child care -- like other care giving work -- is undervalued by society. Thus, arguably, any
significant upward mobility demands that women escape the caregiving role. 3
An enterprise approach to child care must counter the validation of traditional roles, through
education, example, and further professionalization. Rather than accept or legitimate caregiving as
1o
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marginal, placing child care at the center of economic activity can help re-cast it as a valued component of
public policy and community development.' 4 Higher pay and greater prestige for the workers can be both
a reflection of changing values and fuel to help bring about such change. Child care as a sophisticated
educational and economic discipline can further "the feminist project of making visible women's
traditional, invisible work."' 5 Gender integration of the workforce, as an additional goal, might help to
break down stereotypes and indicate that caregiving is not the exclusive domain of women. 6

Max Revisits
I awoke before dawn, again, in a push to finish a law review article. After locating my notes and
my word processing file on the computer, I prepared to write.
"Dad, can I help?" Max, wakeful and curious, wanted to be part of the action. If not Max, it
would have been his little brother, Eli, hungry for a bottle. If not me, their radar would find my wife,
Ann, also up early to work. Ann and I are both juggling child care and work responsibilities.
With frustrating irony, I have trouble finding time to write about the child care crisis, due to the
demands of child care at home. Caring for kids and working at home add up to two jobs for many parents
and typically for working mothers. My research places community development strategy, a central part of
my classroom teaching and clinical practice, into a broader context of social welfare policy and feminist
views of work. Thanks to my family, it brings my homelife to work and my scholarship home.
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